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AUSTIN, Texas -- Sweaty, noisy and devoid of photogenic technology, the showroom floor at South by Southwest Interactive replicates the experience of idly surfing the internet, scanning dozens of forgettable pages looking for that person, or site, that will be your own next killer app (or, ahem, blog post). 

At times, wandering the aisles, we felt mired on page 11 of a Google search for "SXSW + totally rad." Although dozens of booths line Ballroom D of the Austin Convention Center, the room remains largely, curiously devoid of wow-worthy tech. 

Google is here giving away dog Frisbees. Yahoo is cleaning purple Kush balls from the late '90s out of its closets. Service providers for developers take a good quarter of the floor space, and several big, blocky states (South Dakota, Nevada, Montana) have set up shop to woo companies to their barren landscapes. 

Luckily, we found animoto.com, a website that takes your pictures and turns them into a music video. "Why are we still doing slide shows?" Jason Hsiao, the company's president, asked. "That's so 1972." 

Hsiao explained that his team is "a bunch of former TV producers who have automated that creative process." To test out the automation, Jim Merithew, Wired.com photo editor, snapped a bunch of pics of the showroom floor (including those sweet kush balls) and we sent them over to animoto. We figure, if you can make the SXSWi showroom floor look exciting, just imagine what it could do for your little sister's bat mitzvah! What do you think? How's the video look? Is it Lupe Fiasco or Zuckerberg's fiasco? 

We did see a couple of other cool things on the showroom floor, like this immersive data visualization suite called Elumenati. Taking data from NASA and other scientific sources, the company's software turns all those numbers into navigable and animated environments; and does it all running a Dell XPS with a GeForce 8800. The best part, however, is that you aren't just looking at screen, you're sitting inside an blow-up "geodome" that's about the size of your kitchen, and inflates in 20 minutes. It's disorienting, exhilarating and instructive. 

But who would buy this $50,000 digital universarium? David McConville, pictured, said the company sells its services to educational institutions and can even provide telepresence so that scientists a world away can lead kids on trips into space.  

After some time in outer space, we dropped by the Make magazine booth for a little trip to inner space. Mitch Altman, a friendly gentleman who has half his thinning hair dyed pink, has invented what he calls a brain machine that he says allows you to attain altered consciousness by flashing red lights on your closed eyelids.

What was the electrical engineer's inspiration for the meditation aid? "I was a guinea pig for a lot of brainwave experimentation at University of Illinois in the seventies," he said. When I put the device on, I can't say I saw Lucy in the sky with diamonds, but I've never experienced anything quite like it. As you can see from the picture below, it made me feel a bit woozy, like those two-martini lunches I imagine our parents had. 

And as a writer without a bookdeal (take note, Harper-Collins), I have to plug blurb.com, which takes vanity publishing to the drag-and-drop level of ease, and lets me entertain fantasies of self-publishing that novella I wrote in college that I'm pretty sure no one else is interested in. 

